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GUEST ESSAY

Determine thep value. Interview the elders who were there. Design a more efficient widget. Read the original
German manuscript. Collectfield samples. Prepare a social media campaign.

What we call undergraduate research can look very different from person to person and moment to

moment. And while we often talk about the effects of research on shaping the world—solving a difficult

problem, understanding an entrenched social crisis, discovering which method best isolates the needed
chemical—we should not forget that research changes the researcher.
Research expands the human being. When a person works diligently on a problem until they know or do
something they previously didn’t know or couldn’t do, it changes what is possible for that person. The
horizon pushes out a little farther. The future is bigger. Something that may have seemed out of their reach
is now within grasp.
More than changing what seems possible, what was once only possible now becomes actual. Doing
undergraduate research turns possibility into actuality. Can I really spend eighteen months working on a
single problem? Can I really design a better system? fan I really notice a solution no one else has noticed? Can
I really argue convincinglyfor a position no one else has defended? At the end of research, the researcher has

become someone new. New ideas, skills, methods, insights, and expertise are now part of who they are.

Because everyone deserves this expansion, research is for everyone. Indeed, the project of democracy
might require this increased ability to experiment and research for oneself. In 1903, the philosopher John

Dewey wrote, “democracy means freeing intelligence for independent effectiveness” (“Democracy in
Education”). His idea was simple: democracy is not a rigid, inflexible system of government; it is an active

process of each person taking part in the decisions that shape their life. Therefore, education for the
youngest child through the oldest adult should develop the individual’s thinking and acting. People should

explore and experiment and think for themselves. The social reformer and philosopher Jane Addams,
Dewey’s contemporary, who was equally influential in shaping education in the United States, argued that
the “democratic ideal” requires that each person be able to assign value to their own experience and learn

how to adjust their activities toward other people (Democracy and Social Ethics). For these reformers, to
educate is to create situations for individuals to figure things out for themselves and to see the larger social
benefit of their greater independence. The democratic project requires an education where each person
learns to value their own experience, learns how to solve problems for themselves, and learns how to
accommodate this greater self-awareness to the needs of other people.
As you read the articles selected for this issue of Venture, weep in mind that each one of them is created
by a unique individual who became someone new through their work. They became not just more
knowledgeable or more skilled but more free. Because with each new accomplishment, we become the sort
of people that our world needs: those who can think, those who can study, those who can persevere, those
who can problem-solve, and those who can, through trial and error, become more free.
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